OF  HEROIC  PLAYS
An Essay

JHETHER heroic verse ought to be admitted
into serious plays, is not now to be disputed;
it is already in possession of the stage, and I
dare confidently affirm that very few tragedies,
in this age, shall be received without it.    All the
arguments which are formed against it, can amount to no
more than this : that it is not so near conversation as prose,
and therefore not so natural.    But it is very clear to all who
understand poetry, that serious plays ought not to imitate
conversation too nearly.    If nothing were to be raised above
that level, the foundation of poetry would be destroyed.  And
if you once admit of a latitude, that thoughts may be exalted,
and that images and actions may be raised above the life,
and described in measure without rhyme, that leads you
insensibly from your own principles to mine : you are already
so far onward of your way, that you have forsaken the imita-
tion of ordinary converse.    You are gone beyond it ; and to
continue where you are is to lodge in the open fields, be-
twixt two inns.   You have lost that which you call natural,
and have not acquired the last perfection of art.    But it was
only custom which cozened us so long ; we thought, because
Shakespeare and Fletcher went no further, that there the
pillars of poetry were to be erected ; that, because they ex-
cellently described passion without rhyme, therefore rhyme
was not capable of describing it.   But time has now con-
vinced most men of that error,     It is indeed so difficult to
write verse, that   the  adversaries   of it have a good plea
against many, who   undertook  that   task,   without being
formed by art or nature for it.  Yet, even they who have written
worst in it, would have written worse without it:   They have
cozened many with their sound, who never took the pains to
examine their sense.    In fine, they have succeeded ; though,
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